CHAPTER     XII
THE FASHODA CRISIS
1898
THE British Government was now in very uneasy relations with
Russia and Germany, and events were preparing which before
the end of the year were to plunge it into a crisis with France.
From the beginning of the year 1898 Kitchener had been pushing
on to the last stage in the reconquest of the Sudan. In the previous
years he had completed his bold scheme of advancing the railway
250 miles across the Nubian desert from Wady Haifa to Abu Hamed,
thus cutting off the great angle of the Nile and saving 600 miles of
difficult navigation including the fourth cataract; and he was now
carrying the railway forward towards Berber. In January, 1898, he
called for a British brigade from Cairo, and with a mixed force of
British and Egyptians advanced cautiously to a position on the Atbara.
The Dervishes under Osman Digna came north to meet him, but
were heavily defeated and put to flight in the battle of the Atbara
on April 8. Kitchener next carried his railway to the Atbara, and
finally concentrated his force at Egeiga, on the west bank of the Nile
four miles from Omdurman. There on the morning of September 2
it was attacked by the Khalifa's army, 40,000 strong, which, though
repulsed with heavy losses was by no means disposed of. British and
Egyptians had now to advance over steep and broken ground under
a sun so hot that the men were unable to hold their rifles. The ground
was treacherous, being seamed with clefts which could not be seen
until the troops were on the edge of them : dust and smoke were
choking. There were anxious moments before Omdurman was
reached,-the Dervishes attacking fiercely on the British right flank
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